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Why heritage must be valued
In principle, public cultural assets are not for sale. This means that they do not 
have a price; but they do have a value, which goes beyond their documentary or 
symbolic importance.
Heritage1 is something that has a value as an object of potential exchange, 
although the concept of this exchange may vary. A collector might want to 
change an objet d’art for a better one, and an investor might acquire an item 
for its economic value and hope to obtain a return on it. Those of us who work 
in the cultural industries value objects above all as carriers of information, 
and we only consider their economic value when, for instance, they are sent 
out on loan to another institution and we have to insure them against damage 
during transit. This valuation is not always easy, especially if the object does not 
conform to standard conceptions of ancient or contemporary art.
At the CDMT we think it is very important to have an economic valuation 
of our heritage assets. In 2006 we embarked on a valuation process, fully aware 
of the difficulties involved but ready to take on a new challenge in the area of 
museum administration and public management.
Over the years, museums receive pieces from many different sources and 
in different conditions. Generally a museum’s initial collection comes one or 
more sources, comprising the movable assets from a monument or historical 
site, or from a particular territory. Later, other groups of pieces are acquired 
from public entities, which normally retain the right of ownership, and a steady 
trickle of private donations. A museum may also preserve objects deposited on a 
temporary or an indefinite basis, and its own objects may be deposited at other 
entities.
So a museum must have an idea of the economic value of its assets at all 
times. It may be that part of its collection is to be sent to another destination, 
in which case the museum must know the value of the pieces in question. 
More in general, it needs to be able to provide information for the purposes of 
accounting. Heritage assets and their economic value are listed in the annual 
inventories under the heading of public property. 
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of the Spanish Royal 
Academy, “the set of assets 
belonging to a natural or legal 
person, whose economic 
value may be estimated”.
28 open source language version > español
VAluiNG OuR TeXTile heRiTAGe39
design by Josep Palau Oller CdMT 19458-0016.
VALUING OUR TEXTILE HERITAGE40
As far as security is concerned, it is well established that all heritage must 
be protected. But in an emergency we cannot remove all the pieces from the 
museum in half an hour. And there are also many different types of display 
cases available, at a wide range of prices; which kind should we choose for our 
exhibits? It is all a question of priorities, and to establish these priorities it is 
important to know the value that the objects would have on the market. Of 
course, another vital aspect to bear in mind is the representativeness of the 
piece or pieces in question with respect to a particular theme, geographical 
area, or chronological era. The same goes for preservation; although all objects 
must be preserved, we all know that some require and merit greater investments 
than others in terms of storage and environmental protection. On the long list 
of pieces in need of conservation, a masterpiece will obviously be given priority 
over an object of little significance or one that is not unique.
In some cases, we know the value of an object assigned by the seller or donor 
and accepted by the museum or institution that acquired it. It may be a realistic 
valuation, agreed on the basis of the market prices of the moment, or it may be 
a valuation agreed on by both parties that reflects the pride of the donor or the 
generosity (or lack of it) of the buyer. In any case, given the variability of the 
market, updating the value of heritage items is no easy task – and there may 
well be some surprises in store.
specific issues regarding textile heritage 
In art the great reference points are always painting and sculpture. Other 
creative manifestations tend to be ignored; textiles, whether artisanal or 
industrial, are a case in point. Art professionals and aficionados consider textiles 
to be prosaic and mass-produced. In the great Art Market textiles hardly exist, 
except for decorative pieces such as tapestries and rugs. The fact is that textile 
objects sometimes lack the visual impact of other artistic creations, and the 
ability to “read” a fabric requires specialized knowledge that few people possess. 
double woven cotton tablecloth, 
1900-1905. CdMT 20063.
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The variety and complexity of textiles is enormous: from an archaeological 
fragment measuring a few centimetres to a modern-day suit, ranging through 
all kinds of fabrics designed for interior decoration or for civil or religious 
rituals, authors’ sketches and designs, industrial sample-books and a multitude 
of accessories and complements linked to fashion. To find the information 
needed to give us an idea of the economic value of each object we have to search 
in a variety of sources, since each type of textile has its own public.
The great auctioneers trade basically in textiles from the East (rugs, 
ornamental fabrics and “traditional” dress), European fashion from the 
eighteenth to the twentieth centuries (silk and fine fabrics, court dress and 
contemporary brand name pieces) and some industrial archives linked to well-
known firms. To find references to more everyday clothing and complements 
from Europe that do not bear a signature, we have to look at clearance sales 
and on-line auctions. Obviously, between the prices of these two worlds there 
are vast differences, because they have very different clienteles: museums and 
serious collectors in the first case, and customers seeking retro items rather 
than excellence in the second.
This lack of a market tradition also means that there are no established, 
accepted criteria available for valuing textile pieces. The parameters applied 
in painting, furniture and sculpture are based above all on the object’s visual 
impact and are of no use in our case. Textiles are rather unusual in the antique 
business, giving their intrinsic fragility and because they are reused and 
recycled until they come to the end of their useful life. 
So it was clear from the start that we would have to invent an ad hoc method-
ology which would be objective (taking account of the degree of preservation, 
technical complexity, information available, and so on) and would allow us to 
assign accurate values in accordance with published market references.
Another essential requirement for our system was that it should be intelligible 
and clear for the people who will continue this task after us, and easy to update 
with regard to the centre’s internal management (e.g., the organization of loans, 
exhibitions, etc.).
leather slippers embroidered 
in silk, eighteenth century 
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Printed umbrella, 1900-1909. CdMT 17269.
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the valuation process at the CdMt
The Textile Museum and Documentation Centre was established in 1946, when 
the entrepreneur Josep Biosca opened his private collection to the public. In 
the 1950s, he donated it to the city. Originally affiliated to the city and then 
to the province, today the CDMT is a legally-constituted Consortium which 
now manages a heritage which is actually owned by several proprietors: the 
Provincial Council of Barcelona, the City Council of Terrassa, the Board of 
Trustees which oversaw the museum’s activities during the 1970s and 1980s, 
and finally the Consortium itself. The pieces come from two large private 
collections (the Biosca collection and the one acquired from Ricard Viñas by 
the Provincial Council of Barcelona) and many smaller ones (Tove Alm, Suqué, 
Tórtola Valencia, Garcia Capafons, Moragas, and so on) which have been 
purchased, donated or deposited at the museum at different points in its career. 
The museum also preserves Catalan industrial heritage in the form of company 
archives from practically all the subsectors of the textile industry.
In all, the CDMT’s heritage comprises more than 100,000 objects, many of 
which form sets of their own. An example is the industrial archive, which has a 
single registration number but contains dozens of sample-books, each one with 
several hundred different samples. A large part of these items are recorded in 
the Imatex database (comprising more than 27,000 documents, and currently 
silk sample, sederías balcells. 
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available on-line) and another part is stored on 
traditional index cards which are in the process 
of being digitized; in late 2012 several hundred 
objects which were recorded in a very vague 
manner (for example: “400 cloths in boxes”) 
and did not have index cards or sewn labels 
were properly classified.
At the start of our valuation process we intended to 
work on the basis of lists created using the registration number 
without consulting the index cards and avoiding direct examination of the 
objects whenever possible. We wanted to find a system able to value groups of 
pieces that were similar according to era, technical characteristics, and state of 
preservation. We were aware at all times that the valuation process should not 
include, duplicate or correct other technical aspects in the documentation.
We soon realized that we would be unable to carry out the plans as we had 
hoped, for a number of reasons. For example, the documentation contained 
several ambiguous geographical or cultural attributions, fragments which had 
been recorded in different collections and had different registration numbers 
but belonged to the same fabric, and a number of repeated pieces. We had 
ignored the fact that the documentation, like any other scientific task, is always 
provisional, and that our knowledge develops through the publication of 
research, the holding of exhibitions, and the periodical updating of the data. So 
the economic value that a museum assigns to an object must also incorporate 
other non-monetary “values”, such as its documentary or symbolic value. The 
symbolic charge of a piece for a particular community or culture is a factor that 
marks it strongly, and this intangible value complicates the process of valuation.
We were also quite surprised to see how fabrics that in our opinion belonged 
to the same group have very different market prices. The reference values of 
the market fluctuate depending on fashions, which push prices upwards, or 
on the “flooding” caused by the clearing of large properties, which causes the 
prices of objects to fall when they have not found a buyer. The demand for 
objects varies over time, and with it their valuation prices. The place where the 
piece is auctioned, the channels of distribution, the presence of collectors, tax 
policy and the legislation in force in a particular area may all affect an object’s 
value. These factors may distort the valuations, with the result that the value 
finally attributed to the object may not accurately reflect its historical, aesthetic 
or cultural importance. Other questions such as the appearance of doubts 
regarding the authenticity of a work, alterations in the state of preservation 
or the emergence of new archival documentation may also change its value, 
Painted fan, 1900-1905. CdMT 14147.
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ladies’ headwear in silk mesh, nineteenth century. CdMT 19007.
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regardless of its useful life and regardless of whether the depositary of the 
object has complied with the legal requirements with reference to preservation, 
maintenance and protection.
We approached the valuation with great care and calculated average prices 
for the items. If there were similar options we chose the lower price, since our 
aim is to preserve the object, not to sell it. Adopting a systematic approach, 
we decided to begin with the groups of objects which had been well studied, 
documented and digitized, and were already established in a particular place in 
Printed tablecloth, 1900-1905. 
CdMT 18439.
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the museum. These were the textiles from Egypt, the mediaeval, Andalusi and 
Maghribi fabrics. This initial study helped us to develop and test our working 
methods and models which we later applied in more complex cases. 
The methodology used was the following. 
1.  Creation of a preliminary list, with images, of a “lot” of objects in the same 
cultural style
2.  Using this list, the creation of groups of objects that can be distinguished 
on the basis of their type, chronology, technique, decoration, level of 
documentation and state of preservation
3.  Search for reference documentation (catalogues of auctions or direct on 
line sales)
4.  Revision, if necessary, of the typological groups in view of the references 
found
5.  Creation of a spreadsheet indicating: reference price, assessment criteria 
adjusted to the parameters affecting the piece’s value, registration number 
of the pieces in each group and the final value of the group incorporating 
a calculation of the rate of inflation corresponding to the period between 
the date of the reference price and the date of the valuation; each sheet 
corresponds to a “lot” or group of objects, numbered according to its type 
(for example IE24: lot 24 of outer clothing; C12: lot 12 of complements, M2: 
lot 2 of industrial sample books, etc.)
6.  A summary checklist of the groups, indicating the set number and its value 
7.  Recording of the value of each object in its digital description, indicating 
the date of valuation
8.  Creation of a list with the registration numbers and the lot assigned to 
objects which have not yet been digitized.
Wool sample, winter 1928, Textil 
Vallhonrat. CdMT 15135-030.
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the spreadsheet
The spreadsheet is designed to allow changes to the data when necessary, and 
other adjustments or periodical updates that the entity may make. It establishes 
a mathematical function that presents as clearly as possible the relationship 
between the market value and the variables (technical criteria) regarding each 
object. The result of the estimation provides us with a mean or standard value 
for the pieces.
Whether or not the market value represents the piece’s cultural value, this 
is the price that was paid or estimated at a particular moment: it is the piece’s 
real value at that time. The search for, and the comparison of, the starting 
prices offered by auctioneers for objects that are similar to the ones held by the 
museum will allow us to obtain a specific value that we can use as our starting 
point.
So the market value is our starting point, and it appears at the head of the 
spreadsheet as the source of the valuation (the reference of the publication, date 
and description of the piece being auctioned). Following the advice of experts 
in the art market we add 50% to this value, to reflect the difference between the 
sale price and the starting price.
The second part of the sheet displays the technical criteria. There are two 
kinds: fixed criteria, which apply to all the pieces, and variable criteria, which 
apply to specific kinds. The state of preservation is one of the fixed criteria and 
the decision not to include restored fabrics here is not arbitrary; some fabrics 
Curtain frieze in silk jacquard, 
1900-1909. CdMT 18295.
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have been well restored, but others have not, and in others no records of the 
restoration are available. A deficient restoration has a direct effect on the state of 
preservation, and so in these cases the preservation is classed as poor. 
In contrast, well-restored textiles deserve special attention. Not only are 
the processes they have undergone well documented, but there is generally 
an exhaustive technical description (and often historical and even artistic 
descriptions as well). In these cases, the piece is well preserved and the level of 
documentation is high; this is another of the variables that we bear in mind.
The other technical criteria vary depending on the type of piece. The 
historical period of the piece is an important factor, because the estimation of 
the technical difficulty must bear in mind the technological resources available 
in each era; however, chronology as such is not taken into account.
The weighted value of the object is the result of the base value (estimated 
maximum) plus the technical criteria (estimated technical value). We group 
together the objects that present similar characteristics on the same sheet. The 
third part of the spreadsheet shows the registration numbers of the pieces, and 
the final calculation of the value of the “lot” updated for inflation with respect 
to the date of the base value.
some clarifications
Starting price or final sale price?: we are not interested in sales or speculation; 
our aim is to put a value on a series of assets which we hope to keep for a long 
time. The final sale price always depends on the (subjective) degree of interest of 
the buyer, whereas the starting prices, though variable, are (relatively) objective. 
In addition, the starting price usually appears in the catalogues, while the 
final price paid for a piece does not always figure in the auctioneers’ records. 
Using real published data is essential if we are to record the base value used to 
assess the worth of the pieces.
embroidery sample, winter 1935, 
Casa Rexachs. CdMT 15179-002.
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Searching for references in the market
In the search for references, we rejected the following:
  Lots containing a mixture of types
  Objects in poor state of preservation
  Lots in which the elements cannot be exactly quantified
  Unfinished pieces
  The older specimens if references are available for similar pieces from 
different sources 
  Elements with inexact descriptions or lacking measurements
We gave priority to references with photographs.
Criteria of technical valuation: we used the following criteria:
  state of preservation (optimal, good, fair, poor, restored)
  technical complexity of the “construction” of the object (type of fabric, its 
weave or finish, the pattern of a piece of clothing or a complement, etc.)
  complexity of the decoration (embroidery, applications, manual or 
mechanical processes, etc.)
  level of documentation (information on the origin, author, manufacturer, 
user and the history of the object)
Each of these references allows us to correct the starting value and obtain the 
final value automatically, using the reference value and the score for each aspect.
Purchase price?: Occasionally – and in fact in all cases in the last 20 years – 
we have the documentation regarding the purchase of the objects bought by the 
museum. In these cases we applied this value, updated for inflation, except for 
pieces considered to be unusual in which the market price was notably higher 
than the figure resulting from updating the amount paid. The purchase price 
– a price agreed upon by the two parties – of a particular type of object has also 
allowed us to value groups of similar objects when references are lacking. 
Passementerie sample, eighteenth 
century. CdMT 17323.
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Updating: consumer price index or another indicator?: We were unsure 
which formula to use to update the values. We wondered whether the CPI was 
excessively dependent on factors in the environment and whether we could 
find a more objective measurement. We tested the COICOP (Classification of 
Individual Consumption according to Purpose), but it turned out to be rather 
limited for working with heritage, since it uses preset types of spending and in 
addition, the valuation it provided did not differ greatly from the one obtained 
with the CPI, an indicator that is much better known and easy to use.
Final considerations: valuation as part of the process 
of identification and documentation
The process began in 2006, and was completed at the end of 2012. It was by no 
means an easy task, but it turned out to be an excellent learning experience, 
not least because it gave us an opportunity to reappraise all our stocks and 
rediscover their remarkable diversity. Generally speaking, we established three 
broad groups of objects:
  objects of particular value (179 pieces classified as such because of their 
rarity or their specific interest), valued individually and all insured for 
100% of their value.
  objects which, though not of extraordinary value, are highly representative 
of the museum. These objects form the main part of the centre’s patrimony: 
industrial archives, the modernist pieces, historical textiles, civil and 
liturgical apparel and complements, valued individually in homogeneous 
groups or “lots” and insured for their joint value.
  objects which while interesting are not significant (accessories, small tools, 
incomplete archives, and fragmented or poorly preserved objects which are 
only useful for analytical purposes), displayed in lists and insured for an 
estimated overall value.
Because there is no established methodology for a study of this kind, we 
made a number of false starts. We had to determine guidelines that were 
clear but sufficiently versatile to adapt to the different types of objects, but 
without abandoning the underlying logic of the study. We had to combine all 
the sources of information: an object with a purchase price could serve as a 
reference for valuing a similar piece, or a well-referenced object could serve as 
a guide to value another one that is similar in terms of technique but different 
in terms of chronology or geography. In any case, however carefully the work is 
done, it will always be provisional since nothing remains the same: neither our 
understanding of our heritage, nor the market, nor even the objects themselves. 
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The concept of value has often been the object of discussion and reflection. 
Philosophers have seen it as something that is exclusive to the object, or in other 
words something intrinsic to it; or alternatively as something attributed by a 
subject (i.e., all value is conferred on an object from outside, since in itself the 
object has no value at all).2 These two positions have been the focus of heated 
debate and have generated a third perspective that brings them together: it is 
the context, in its role as a meeting point between objects and subjects inside a 
network of social, cultural and economic relationships, that is the medium that 
promotes and allows the attribution of value.
Heritage can acquire value only when we contemplate it. In fact some objects 
only take on value at particular moments in the year (for example, the fabrics 
used in the Easter processions, with their strong emotional connotations, which 
then spend the rest of the year forgotten in the sacristy). Therefore, perhaps the 
factors just mentioned with regard to the apportioning of value – object, subject 
and context – we should add a fourth factor, time.
Obviously, respect for culture must always prevail over economic 
considerations, but there is nothing wrong in carrying out an economic 
valuation of our heritage assets provided it is performed correctly. This respect 
for culture will be much greater if it is a museum entity that takes on the task, 
because the sole aim of the process is to broaden our knowledge of our stocks 
and to improve their preservation. 
We think it is paradoxical that the code of ethics of the ICOM considers it 
inappropriate that museums carry out valuations. Museums are non-profit-
making entities and have staff who have a profound knowledge of heritage in 
general and of their institution’s stocks in particular. In our view, this norm 
– like many other concepts linked to a model of “museum” which is rapidly 
dying out – should be amended. Valuation does not merely involve applying 
an economic value to an item but also certifies its existence, guarantees its 
protection and confers on it a legal status and recognition that can enhance 
its social and cultural recognition. In any case, an object’s economic value is 
important information that forms an essential part of its documentation. It is 
a mistake to leave the process for “another time”. Documentation is one of a 
museum’s most complex and important tasks and must be designed, planned 
and carried out by a team of experts. 
2 FRONDIZI, Risieri, 
¿Qué son los valores?, 3ª. 
ed., Mexico, D. F.: Fondo de 
Cultura Económica, 1972.
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